1. Introduction {#sec1-healthcare-04-00002}
===============

Professional nursing practice is characterized by an increasingly high degree of complexity. Complexity in the nursing situation arises from specific professional challenges in which decision-making is based on theory-derived practice and a hermeneutic understanding of cases \[[@B1-healthcare-04-00002]\]. It is further increased by social and political expectations of the health care system. Thus nursing is expected to respond to currrent social developments (such as increasing numbers of extremely old people or cultural diversity), to patients' expectations and to economic limitations. Alongside the central focus on people requiring nursing care in professional nursing practice, the perspective of the sustainability of interventions and the responsible use of materials (for example, nursing aids and hygiene articles) is gaining prominence in professional and ethical nursing decision-making processes. Sustainability as a (complementary) ethical/moral principle in making decisions in professional nursing practice is in part a response to ever decreasing resources in health care. Sustainability as a principle in decision making in the context of ethical considerations sensitizes us to the additional responsibilities carried by nurses in their professional practice. Due to their inherent potential for ethical conflict, these complex demands repeatedly lead to moral distress in day-to-day nursing situations. However, because of their high time and personnel requirements, repeated ethical case conferences are often not possible for ethical questions. For these reasons, this contribution considers how the development of ethical policies can be used in repeatedly recurring ethically problematic day-to-day professional nursing care situations requiring some kind of solution. Here, the following questions need to be addressed: can ethical policies ensure ethical professional practice? Which practice-related demands must ethical policies consider in order to initiate ethical reflection and ethically based decision-making? Can ethical policies ensure ethically grounded decision making in the context of ongoing ethical questions related to the demand for sustainability in professional nursing care and provision? Against the background of recurring ethical dilemmas---especially those arising from current social and economic developments---the aim of this contribution is to present ethical policies as a systematized method for making ethical decisions and to analyze and discuss them as a potential, future-oriented approach within the framework of professional nursing practice. Here, the normative orientation focuses on the example of the principle of sustainability as an increasingly important principle in responsible nursing practice, as will become clear in the following.

This contribution is based on three hypotheses: Sustainability as an ethical principle requires more attention in professional nursing practice and decision making due to its growing importance, e.g., in dealing with increasingly scarce resources.In order to sensitize nursing staff to sustainability as an ethical/moral principle in the context of their professional practice, supporting procedures are necessary.Ethical policies which have been developed for specific situations provide professional nurses with a systematized way for applying sustainability as an ethical/moral principle responsibly in those specific situations and to arrive at decisions derived from ethical considerations which are relevant to those situations.

The first step in this contribution will be to elucidate the principle of sustainability and its significance in the context of professional nursing practice and decision making ([Section 2](#sec2-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"}). The second part will be concerned with describing the process of creating and justifying the value system of an ethical policy as it relates to ethically based decision making in nursing ([Section 3](#sec3-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"}). A synthesis of the significance of the principle of sustainability and a system of ethical reflection---related to professional nursing ethical reflection, decision making, and practice---will be discussed in [Section 4](#sec4-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"}.

2. Sustainability---A Principle for Responsible Nursing Practice {#sec2-healthcare-04-00002}
================================================================

The concept of sustainability is complex and the term is used in many different contexts, including the context of health care systems, as in Sustainable Healthcare Systems \[[@B2-healthcare-04-00002]\]. Sustainability has become a key concept in many discussions and political declarations. Apart from ecological issues, there is also the question of the distribution of increasingly scarce resources. Today, the scarcity of resources is already evident in concrete nursing situations. Further, in the context of nursing and health care, there is the additional factor of sustainably ensuring the financial basis of the system and personnel \[[@B3-healthcare-04-00002]\] as well as environmental aspects \[[@B4-healthcare-04-00002]\]. It is clear that the principle of sustainability has become significant for professional practice, that is, both in terms of decision making and in guiding practice. [Section 2](#sec2-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"} will be concerned with hypothesis 1.

2.1. Sustainability in Professional Nursing Practice {#sec2dot1-healthcare-04-00002}
----------------------------------------------------

As up to now there have been no clear and concrete basic definitions of sustainability in the context of professional nursing practice and decision making, in the following, a preliminary attempt to provide one will be made. The aim will be to delineate sustainability as a guide to practice in the context of professional nursing practice and ethical decision making. This means placing the principle of sustainability firmly within professional nursing. The intention here is not to provide a fixed and definitive statement, but rather to concretize and approach the subject.

In the German-speaking world, sustainability is most often mentioned in the context of managing resources within the discourse on the environment \[[@B5-healthcare-04-00002],[@B6-healthcare-04-00002]\]. This means that sustainability is not a static phenomenon. The German word for sustainable (nachhaltig) was first used in the context of forestry and the need to maintain forests for coming generations \[[@B5-healthcare-04-00002],[@B6-healthcare-04-00002],[@B7-healthcare-04-00002]\]. The combination of terms "sustainable development" became popular following the so-called Brundtland Report \[[@B5-healthcare-04-00002],[@B6-healthcare-04-00002]\]. The World Commission for the Environment and Development \[[@B8-healthcare-04-00002]\] coined the oft-quoted and until today the most broadly used and recognized definition: "Sustainable development is development that satisfies the requirements of the present without endangering the ability of future generations to satisfy their requirements" \[[@B8-healthcare-04-00002]\]. Alongside the premises of stability and conservation, this linking of two central terms---"sustainable" and "development"---brings a certain dynamism into the context of sustainability. The German discourse on sustainability moreover rests on the so-called "three-pillar model" in which a social dimension is included, and instead of a purely environmental guiding principle also postulates a social one \[[@B6-healthcare-04-00002],[@B7-healthcare-04-00002]\]. This social perspective is also represented in the NurSus project's \[[@B4-healthcare-04-00002]\] exploratory definition of sustainability:

"Designing and delivering health care that meets today's health and health care needs of individuals and populations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own health and health care needs; this requires the provision of health care that recognizes and respects the dependence of our health on the earth's ecosystems, without resulting in unfair or disproportional impacts within society \[[@B4-healthcare-04-00002]\]".

The essence of sustainability also includes the idea that scarce resources can and should be better distributed---a theme that is becoming increasingly relevant in health care. Within the context of nursing, health care systems and health care politics \[[@B3-healthcare-04-00002]\], sustainability is gaining relevance on several levels: there are scarce personnel resources and therefore a lack of time; scarce income from contributions and thus a lack of services; and a scarcity of beds bringing with it shorter hospital stays, *etc.* Discussions about allocation, rationing and rationalization are the order of the day.

2.2. Sustainability as an Issue in Ethical Considerations and Ethically Grounded Decision Making {#sec2dot2-healthcare-04-00002}
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

It is not entirely clear what significance the principle of sustainability has in the context of ethical considerations in response to conflicts concerning the distribution of resources. Here, the concept of sustainability is not only concerned with scarcity as such, instead it is also concerned with its causes. Sustainability therefore demands accountability and responsibility in practice, looking ahead in anticipation of potential consequences and thus a broadening of perspective---away from the sole perspective of current, present-day practice to the additional perspective of expectable consequences in the future \[[@B5-healthcare-04-00002]\].

Thus sustainability as a basic value does not mean, for example, thinking in terms of today's patients, but rather for all future patients; not in terms of a specific patient on the ward here and now, but for all future patients in the hospital; not only of nursing and nurses today, but rather for the nursing and nurses of tomorrow. Sustainability means addressing current needs and requirements without putting future options for healthcare delivery at risk. Here, the concept of fairness is decisive: we are talking about a fair distribution of health-related goods and services, or to put it more broadly, distribution under conditions of increasingly scarce resources.

An indispensable requirement of sustainability is to think long-term. The challenge is to sensitize people to the dimension of sustainable decisions and to draw attention to the long-term consequences of practices and decisions carried out today. For this sensitization to be effective, it is necessary to analyze, consider and weigh up the potential consequences for health care delivery in nursing education and day-to-day practice and to demand that decisions are oriented towards sustainability. Some examples of this are: what does it mean for the next shift, if there is not enough sterile disposable material available? What does it mean for a hospital if costs are capped? What does it mean for the quality of life of nurses and patients, for human dignity, if the day-to-day distribution of nursing resources is marked by conflict? What becomes clear is that in essence, sustainability is a practical principle as well as an ethical/moral one \[[@B6-healthcare-04-00002]\]! With this in mind, the question arises as to what significance these sustainability discourses, discussions, and definitions have in the context of ethics and ethical considerations in nursing practice. In the following, ethics will be understood as providing a basis for reflection---as systematic as possible---for moral behavior. Values are an essential part of ethical reflection and moral behavior. As a normative discipline, ethics provides a framework for what nurses should do or what their professional responsibilities are.

2.3. Sustainability as an Ethical/Moral Principle {#sec2dot3-healthcare-04-00002}
-------------------------------------------------

Beginning from the premise that in essence sustainability is a guide to practice as well as an ethical/moral principle, the question arises as to how this principle can be concretized and contextualized in respect to ethical reflection and decision making. Here, the question especially arises as to which normative dimensions stand for the principle of sustainability and the striven-for sustainable developments in professional nursing practice. These normative dimensions in turn can be seen as delineating the complex principle of sustainability but also as providing a framework for ethical reflection and decision making in nursing. In this, I am not proposing a "catalog of duties" \[[@B7-healthcare-04-00002]\] or ethical postulates, rather I am attempting to delineate sustainability as an ethical principle/guiding principle in nursing practice. This means clarifying which ethical founding principles, which normative facets, which practice-relevant and decision-making values and moral duties are inherent in sustainability, and which, in their turn, could form a basis for decision-making---e.g., in decisions concerning the allocation or rationing of resources or in any day-to-day decisions involving an extensive use of resources. From the foregoing discussion, it follows that sustainability and sustainable development can be associated with the following moral norms and values: justice (distributive justice or fairness, questions about the distribution of health-relevant goods and services); responsibility (professional, moral and causal responsibility); and quality of life (subjective and objective assessments of quality of life). These values can in turn be interpreted, described and weighted in the most diverse ways, according to the (normative) situation. At this point, the normative framework of the principle of sustainability is primarily intended, with reference to the foregoing discourse on sustainability and its significance for sustainability in professional practice. Accordingly, the principle of sustainability as it relates to professional nursing practice can be delineated as follows: sustainability as an ethical/moral principle requires that decisions should be made that not only focus on current actions but also anticipate potential, expectable consequences. Sustainability as an ethical/moral principle in professional nursing is committed to the relevant normative dimensions of justice, responsibility, and quality of life.

The following section describes the aims and steps in developing an ethical policy which provides a procedure for ensuring that decision making is systematized, ethically considered, and ethically grounded. A synthesis related to professional nursing reflection, decision making and practice will be discussed in [Section 4](#sec4-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"}.

3. Ethical Policies---A Procedure for Systematized, Ethically Grounded Decision Making {#sec3-healthcare-04-00002}
======================================================================================

Increasingly complex nursing practice depends on systematized procedures and methods that help nurses in recurring day-to-day situations which require ethical decision making, assist them in structuring their decision-making processes and ensure that decisions are made within the framework of ethical counselling. In the context of ethical counselling, ethical case conferences and ethical policies are especially relevant and authoritative \[[@B9-healthcare-04-00002],[@B10-healthcare-04-00002],[@B11-healthcare-04-00002],[@B12-healthcare-04-00002]\]. In the following, the main emphasis will lie with ethical policies, as these can be developed and implemented in every type of organization and every setting. [Section 3](#sec3-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"} will be concerned with hypotheses 2 and 3.

3.1. Relevance and Clarifying Definitions {#sec3dot1-healthcare-04-00002}
-----------------------------------------

In the context of ethical counselling, ethical policies provide a recognized, supportive, and systematized procedure for making ethical decisions in individual cases. They have been developed as an aid to making ethical decisions in situations that recur repeatedly \[[@B1-healthcare-04-00002],[@B11-healthcare-04-00002],[@B12-healthcare-04-00002],[@B13-healthcare-04-00002],[@B14-healthcare-04-00002],[@B15-healthcare-04-00002]\]. Their main aim is to provide a guide to ethical reflection and to help make decisions which are transparent and ethically founded (also for non-participants). When considering ethical reflections which are situationally relevant and supported by ethical policies, we are talking about a conscious, ideally structured analysis of the nursing situation, looking at its morally relevant content and at the guiding values and value orientations which affect the decision itself. For procedures involving ethical decision making, this means that ethical policies not only open the way for high-quality ethical analysis and decision making (methodological approach) but should also provide clear, normative justifications in the form of normative criteria (substantive normative criteria for ethical analysis) \[[@B16-healthcare-04-00002],[@B17-healthcare-04-00002]\].

There follows an examination of concrete definitions of what is understood by ethical policies in the health care system. The emphasis will lie on the aims which are associated with the development of ethical policies, on the factors which support their development, and on their ethical/normative guidance in connection with situationally relevant ethical reflection and ethically grounded decision making. The second step will be to form a link to the principle of sustainability by creating a synthesis between the presented basic principles and the required normative framework. In the following, sustainability---as an ethical/moral principle in professional nursing practice---will be treated as a entral normative criterion in the selected system of ethical consideration, reflection, and decision making: the ethical policy.

Concrete definitions and descriptions of ethical policies can be found for example, in two recognized associations in the area of medical ethics in the German-speaking world: the German Academy for Ethics in Medicine (AEM) and the Swiss Academy for Medical Sciences (SAMW). In the following, these two definitions will be set out. The two definitions are explicitly concerned with ethical policies and are not extended to include "guidelines for decisions", which could similarly have ethical implications \[[@B18-healthcare-04-00002]\]. Thus, the German Academy for Ethics in Medicine (AEM), in its *Standards for Ethical Counselling in the Health Care System,* defines ethical guidelines/policies as "recommendations for practice which are derived from recurring situations (\...) and serve as an orientation in decision making in individual cases \[[@B9-healthcare-04-00002]\]." For medical practice, this means that the situation involved, because of its complexity, provokes repeated ethical dissent in the day-to-day provision of health care so that ethical guidelines/policies can aid decision-makers and those concerned to follow a systematized path for ethical reflection in that situation. In the *Recommendations for Creating Ethical Policies in Health Care Organizations* from the same association (AEM), this type of systematized orientation in the context of repeatedly arising ethical conflicts and questions is seen as helpful inasmuch as adherence by all those involved in the decision-making process can improve the quality of the decisions made and can lead to a reduction in ethical distress \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002]\]. To meet these requirements, ethical policies must provide a defined corridor for decision-making and action which corresponds to currently valid legal norms and represents the current (medical and nursing) ethical state of research. In this way, by facilitating ethically systematized, balanced, and grounded decisions, ethical policies ensure professionality in ethical decision making and resulting actions as well as providing justification on the grounds of moral legitimacy and legal validity \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002]\]. Hence, ethical policies which are oriented towards repeatedly recurring ethical questions---independent of individual cases---provide concrete support and structure for ethically relevant consideration and decision-making in the specific situation. Through their structured content and normative framework, ethical policies are intended to contribute to confident decision making because the decisions so made are based on the delineated aspects, criteria and values; in this way, they are intended to guarantee the best possible justification. In this process, ethical policies do not forestall decision making, but rather provide a system and structure for decision making by setting out relevant ethical bases for consideration and reflection.

The Swiss Academy for Medical Sciences (SAMW) describes ethical policies thus: "In ethical policies, repeatedly recurring problems or conflicts of values are dealt with (\...) ethical policies include content-related aspects, worked-through ethical justifications as well as an explicit consideration of values. In so doing, they take into account the specific challenges of the institution \[[@B19-healthcare-04-00002]\]." In this definition it is also clear that developing facility-specific and situationally relevant ethical policies makes sense when conflicts of values arise repeatedly. This means that this instrument offers multi-disciplinary teams or groups of affected and involved persons systematized support for deciding which is the ethically best and most appropriate decision: "(...) it combines the relevant ethical arguments in a structured way, thereby guiding the persons involved through the decision process \[[@B19-healthcare-04-00002]\]."

3.2. Aims of Ethical Policies {#sec3dot2-healthcare-04-00002}
-----------------------------

The central aim of ethical policies is thus to clarify the values involved in the ethically critical situation which has led to conflict in the team (note that this is not the same as a dispute about technically correct practice). This means identifying the values which have caused moral distress in one or more members of the team. The overarching aim of ethical policies is to support ethically well-grounded decisions. Responsible and scientifically founded ethical policies (which also take into account findings from related disciplines) make an important contribution to professionalization and quality assurance in decision making and subsequently lead to improved quality in health care. The systematization of ethical reflection and ethically grounded decision making has become obligatory, given the increasingly complex decisions, decision constellations, and situations in nursing \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002]\]. A policy-based procedure is intended to increase the efficiency of the decision-making process \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002]\] and ensure a unified approach to recurring ethically conflicted situations and ethical decision-making processes. Through concretization and systematization, ethical policies contribute to equal treatment for equal cases \[[@B20-healthcare-04-00002],[@B21-healthcare-04-00002]\].

3.3. Development, Systematization and Areas of Application {#sec3dot3-healthcare-04-00002}
----------------------------------------------------------

As regards the development of ethical policies, their function in providing a basis for discussion and aid to orientation should be emphasized. This allows their genuine purpose---to systematize ethical reflection and open the way for and support ethically grounded opinion---to be constructively and effectively fulfilled. In order to fulfil the above-mentioned aims, the development of ethical policies places specific demands on the conditions and quality characteristics of the process itself as well as its contents \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002],[@B16-healthcare-04-00002]\]. Optimally, ethical policies would be created by and with the persons involved, in the settings in which the ethically critically situations repeatedly arise and cause ethical distress and ethical dilemmas. A situationally relevant development process demands the integration of several ethical and professional perspectives to do with questions about immanent values and anticipated balancing of values. Here, a discursive process which balances values and well-grounded opinions is necessary \[[@B13-healthcare-04-00002],[@B19-healthcare-04-00002],[@B22-healthcare-04-00002],[@B23-healthcare-04-00002]\]. The central elements are: phases in situation-based analysis and consideration of technical and professional aspects; phases in interdisciplinary reflection, consideration of values and concretization, the formation of opinions and finally building consensus. A consistently discursive and cooperative procedure ensures that multiple perspectives and values are taken into account, supports reflection and consensus-building processes, and thus gives weight to the final decision, facilitating its acceptance and implementation.

The Recommendations for Creating Ethical Guidelines/Poicies in Health Care Organizations \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002]\] draws attention to the following points which have to be clarified: -How has the organization dealt with the recurring ethical question in the past?-What expectations are associated with the creation of an ethical policy?-Who is the concrete target group for the ethical policy?-Which moral values can be identified?-What legal requirements have to be taken into account?-Which professional, technical, scientific, and evidence-based premises are important?

It is important to specify the relevant contents, areas of application, the situational context, and the target groups for ethical policies. Ethical policies demand "a set of normative criteria based on an explicit ethical justification". This is "a requirement of any ethical analysis \[[@B16-healthcare-04-00002]\]." Here, the significance of a normative foundation and the orienting function of ethical policies becomes evident; these must be clarified in the development process.

In order to be able to realize structured and systematized decision making, so as to be able to offer a practice-relevant orientation for individual decisions, ethical policies include supporting elements which operationalize the relevant steps in the decision-making process. This "structured methodical approach for applying the resulting normative criteria \[[@B16-healthcare-04-00002]\]"---in the example of sustainability---ensures that the team applying it has a situationally relevant, stepwise, transparent and consistent procedure. In order to ensure that the ethical-policy-based, decision-making process is transparent and logically grounded, it is usual to develop decision-making algorithms \[[@B11-healthcare-04-00002],[@B13-healthcare-04-00002],[@B15-healthcare-04-00002]\]. These provide for a structured and systematic decision-making process without prescribing any decision in advance. They delineate the ethical/moral framework; the decision is then made according to the situation and taking into consideration the ethical/moral orientation provided and any consequences that could arise from specific practices.

This means that in general, ethical policies include the following aspects and elements \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002]\]: -Questions and definitions concerning the area of application-Statement of the values and principles involved-Criteria for decision making

The binding nature of the use of ethical policies (not the decision!) rests on the ethically critical situation for which the ethical policy was developed---in and with the team. Within this article, the area of application is the requirement for and striving towards responsible practice by professional nurses in the area of sustainability. The concrete necessity for ethical policies is derived from the need to make sure that decisions are made which are ethically grounded---all within the complex field of taking into account sustainability in professional practice and at the same time respecting patients' individual wishes, needs, and requirements. The concrete form of ethical policies must anticipate any ethical values, principles, and conflicts of value which are potentially involved. Thus ethical policies must be able to stand up to the following questions: "Does the policy involve a potentially controversial moral or social issue?" "Could the policy trigger moral distress and/or conflict amongst staff/patients/families \[[@B24-healthcare-04-00002]\]?"

Alongside the requirements for validity and binding character, ethical policies also need information as to their period of validity and when a revision may become necessary (e.g., potential changes in the law, relevant research findings, changes in expert standards and guidelines). It is also essential to clearly delineate the limitations of the ethical policy in order to avoid false expectations. Here, especial focus is on the recommendatory character of decisions so made, as well as their situational relevance. Moreover, in their application they are not to be seen as blueprints \[[@B13-healthcare-04-00002]\], nor are they a set of "cookbook ethics" \[[@B18-healthcare-04-00002]\]; rather they are a tool to facilitate weighing up of situational factors and ethical reflection. This means: the decision-maker's responsibility to reflect on the ethical situation remains \[[@B11-healthcare-04-00002],[@B15-healthcare-04-00002]\]!

The degree of practice-orientation, applicability, practicability and acceptance (as a practice-related quality standard) of ethical policies can only be assessed in practice and should be categorically and conscientiously considered and evaluated \[[@B13-healthcare-04-00002],[@B16-healthcare-04-00002],[@B23-healthcare-04-00002],[@B25-healthcare-04-00002]\].

In the following, an area of application of a possible ethical policy related to the principle of sustainability in professional practice will be sketched, with special reference to the normative framework.

4. Sustainability---A Principle of Ethical Reflection and Decision-Making Processes in Professional Nursing Practice {#sec4-healthcare-04-00002}
====================================================================================================================

In the following, sustainability as a principle of responsible nursing practice will be described as a central, normative criterion in an ethical policy---a selected systematized method for ethical consideration, reflection, and decision making. In accordance with the requirements for the contents and design of ethical policies described above, central keystones and implications for the development of ethical policies will be presented. Because of the fact that ethical policies are not only intended to open the way for systematic procedure (methodological approach), but should also provide a normative basis in the form of normative criteria (substantive normative criteria for ethical analysis) \[[@B16-healthcare-04-00002],[@B17-healthcare-04-00002]\], the normative keystones are to be generated as central elements in ethical policies. [Section 4](#sec4-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"} will be concerned with hypotheses 2 and 3.

4.1. Normative Keystones {#sec4dot1-healthcare-04-00002}
------------------------

By normative keystones we mean moral values and principles which arise out professional ethical standards, for example, the *ICN Code of Ethics* \[[@B26-healthcare-04-00002]\], or the *Code of Ethics for Nurses* \[[@B27-healthcare-04-00002]\]. So, for example, the ANA, in provision 6, says: "The nurse, through individual and collective effort, establishes, maintains, and improves the ethical environment of the work setting and conditions of employment that are conducive to safe, quality health care \[[@B27-healthcare-04-00002]\]." "Responsibility for the health care environment" is here made explicit. In the glossary, a further important principle can be found: that of "environmental justice \[[@B27-healthcare-04-00002]\]." This refers to ethical orientation points that are to be seen as central in the context of sustainability. In the *ICN Code of Ethics,* [Section 3](#sec3-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"} (*Nurses and the Profession*) explicitly formulates: "The nurse practices to sustain and protect the natural environment and is aware of its consequences on health \[[@B26-healthcare-04-00002]\]."

Even though the term "sustainability" is not explicitly used here, it can be seen that nurses have a responsibility for sustainable practice and decision making and that this includes the relevant element of justice. A central aspect, to be found in both ethical standards, is the significance of environmental factors. Against the background of the cited professional ethical standards, and also on the basis of the above discussions on sustainability as a principle of professional practice, the elements of responsibility (for sustainability in professional practice), of (distributive) justice and quality of life (subjective and objective quality of life assessment) can be identified as ethical orientation points and target dimensions in ethical policies for professional nursing practice. Now the concrete description of the important aspect of responsibility generated in [Section 2](#sec2-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"}---in respect to environmental factors---will be expanded and set out.

As an ethical/moral principle, sustainability requires nursing decisions that not only focus on current actions but which also focus on potential expectable consequences and which contextualize environmental factors in a responsible manner. Sustainability as an ethical/moral principle in professional nursing is committed to the normative dimensions of justice, responsibility and quality of life.

4.2. An Example from Practice {#sec4dot2-healthcare-04-00002}
-----------------------------

In every specific individual nursing situation, the values and principles of professional nurses exist vis à vis the values of the person requiring nursing care. These values especially include autonomy (based on the right to self-determination). From the starting point that the ethical/moral principle of sustainability is essential for professional nursing practice, it can happen that in particular decision-making situations the values and principles mentioned above bring with them potential conflict: these may be conflicts of interest or conflicts of values. Both the conflict itself as well as the potentially inherent ethical dilemma can in their turn lead to situational moral distress. Now we have an example of a situation in which a professional nurse has to choose responsibly between the just distribution of expensive goods and the self-determination of the patient (his/her autonomous use of these goods) in a clinical setting. It can be seen, for example, that at weekends, a nurse uses expensive disposable flannels in a wasteful way: the patient's incontinence requires intimate hygiene every two hours following a change of incontinence pads. This leads to an ethical conflict in the form of deciding between exercising restraint in the use of expensive disposable products (responsibility for sustainability), using an alternative cloth flannel, and the autonomy of the patient who may prefer the use of the disposable flannel over the cloth one.

A consequence of the comprehensive use of limited available disposable flannels for one patient may mean that on a particular weekend there are not enough disposable flannels available for other patients (aspect of just distribution); this in turn influences the (subjective and objective) quality of life of patients who may depend on disposable flannels, e.g., because of an infection. In the case of recurring ethical conflicts in the context of sustainability, a relevant ethical policy such as Ensuring Sustainability in Professional Nursing Practice can offer the nursing team support in making ethically founded decisions which conform to the ethical/moral principle of sustainability. In such situations, the development and implementation of the ethical policy can sustainably contribute to reducing moral distress as well as sustainably assuring nursing and service quality.

5. Conclusions {#sec5-healthcare-04-00002}
==============

Two elements have been central to this contribution: showing the significance of ethical policies as procedures for offering concrete, structured ethical reflection and decision making; and delineating sustainability as an ethical/moral principle in the context of professional nursing practice and making ethically founded decisions \[[@B12-healthcare-04-00002],[@B15-healthcare-04-00002]\]. Further, this contribution was based on three hypotheses: Sustainability as an ethical principle requires more attention in professional nursing practice and decision making due to its growing importance, e.g., in dealing with increasingly scarce resources.In order to sensitize nursing staff to sustainability as an ethical/moral principle in the context of their professional practice, supporting procedures are necessary.Ethical policies which have been developed for specific situations provide professional nurses with a systematized way for applying sustainability as an ethical/moral principle responsibly in those specific situations and to arrive at decisions derived from ethical considerations which are relevant to those situations.

[Section 2](#sec2-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"} was concerned with hypothesis 1---that sustainability can be delineated as an ethical/moral principle: "sustainability as an ethical/moral principle requires that decisions should be made that not only focus on current actions but also anticipate potential, expectable consequences. Sustainability as an ethical/moral principle in professional nursing is committed to the relevant normative dimensions of justice, responsibility and quality of life" (see [Section 2.3](#sec2dot3-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"}). It is clear that sustainability in professional nursing practice---also in the framework of qualifications \[[@B28-healthcare-04-00002]\]---has a significant place. Because sustainability is conceived as a values-based ethical/moral principle, its integration into practice and nursing situations requires differentiated ethical reflection and ethically-grounded decision making (see [Section 2.1](#sec2dot1-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"} and [Section 2.2](#sec2dot2-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"}). To ensure that this can occur---and at the same time referring to hypotheses 2 and 3---the procedure of an ethical policy was presented. We can assume that this recognized procedure in professional nursing practice \[[@B9-healthcare-04-00002],[@B11-healthcare-04-00002],[@B12-healthcare-04-00002],[@B13-healthcare-04-00002],[@B14-healthcare-04-00002],[@B15-healthcare-04-00002],[@B19-healthcare-04-00002],[@B25-healthcare-04-00002],[@B29-healthcare-04-00002]\] is also practicable as an aid to ethical reflection and decision making in the context of increasing demands for sustainability, and can provide support in nursing practice. In reference to this hypothesis, ethical policies and their aims as a supporting procedure were presented in some detail. The synthesis in [Section 4](#sec4-healthcare-04-00002){ref-type="sec"} demonstrated an example of their use in practice and rests on all three hypotheses presented at the beginning of this paper.

The synthesis is provided by the formulation of moral key points for possible ethical policies which, in the light of the increasing importance of sustainability in professional nursing practice, can support ethically well-founded decisions. This means that this contribution, with its inherent deployment of normative key points, using sustainability as an ethical/moral principle in professional nursing practice and in ethical/normative contexts, can be used as the basis for developing a facility-relevant ethical policy; this can be used in specific, recurring situations by the team, to orient and guide nursing practice. The present discussion makes clear: sustainability as an ethical/moral principle is a genuine element in nursing ethical reflection and professional nursing practice and decision making.
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